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By Nora Levinson

Introduction 

After you watch your favorite TV show, do you ever call up a friend to talk about it?  The desire to connect with others over a shared interest in a TV show has inspired fan communities for decades.  Little children across the country had their parents buy them Davy Crocket hats to sit and watch the show with their friends (or so my father tells me).  Going one step further, Star Trek devotees have been publishing fiction and organizing fan conventions ever since the debut of the show in the 1960’s.  With the advent of the internet, TV fan communities have grown immensely.  Just a simple Google search of most shows turns up amazing results:

· “Dawson’s Creek” returned 736,000 sites.

· “Seinfeld” returned 3,380,000 sites.

· “The Simpsons” returned 4,350,000 sites.

· “Buffy” returned 8,250,000 sites.

· Star Trek returned 19,200,000 sites.

Clearly, some of the sites found may have resulted from an incorrect match, but even if only half of the sites that Google found for Star Trek were valid, that is still almost ten million websites.

But why do some fans feel more compelled to seek communities online more than others? A search for “Seinfeld” resulted in over three million websites.  This seems like a lot, until compared with Buffy’s result of over 8 million.  The number of Buffy watchers pales in comparison to the number of people who tuned in to watch Seinfeld every week, but for some reason these Buffy fans felt much more compelled to go online and talk about the show.  These Buffy fans (and fans of many other shows) chat in forums, write fan fiction, create fan art, review the shows, gossip about the actors, trade “spoilers” of plot lines in future episodes, and much more.  Why?

Upon a closer inspection of Buffy sites, it is also interesting to note how many revolve around relationships in the show.  Browsing these sites, it is striking to observe the large amount that deal with queer relationships between characters on the show, either real or imagined.  This can in part be contributed to the fact that one of Buffy’s main characters, Willow, came out as a lesbian in the fourth season of the show.  Yet even in addition to the websites dedicated to Willow and her girlfriend Tara, there are also multitudes of sites postulating romantic links between other same-sex pairs on the show.

In this research project, I will be using queer-themed fan sites for Xena:Warrior Princess, Buffy The Vampire Slayer, and Star Trek: Voyager as case studies to investigate how the internet has enabled the creation of queer fan communities, why queer fans feel so motivated to participate in these communities, and what has resulted because of these communities’ new-found voice.

Research Questions

As I am just beginning my research, I will be asking very general questions to help me get a better understanding of the queer internet fan communities and their history.  From there, I will narrow down these questions to focus on one argument.

· How has the internet enabled the creation of these communities? 

· Were there similar queer fan communities before the internet?

· If so, how has the internet changed things?

· Why do people become so involved in these communities?

· Do those participating in these online communities feel that they provide some sort of support or affirmation that they were unable to find otherwise?

· Is the attraction to these communities mainly based on attachment to the show and its characters or attachment to the community?

· Has the internet enabled fans to gain a public voice that they could not have previously?

· How have fan’s opinions been considered?  Have the shows taken them into account?

· How has the internet enabled queer people to gain a public voice or affirmation of their identities?

· Have queer fan communities contributed to this?

Methods
Much of my research will use the primary sources of the fan websites themselves.

· For Buffy the Vampire Slayer, the first major source I have found is a forum called The Kitten, The Witches, and the Bad Wardrobe (or “The Kitten Board”), which is a community of almost 5,000 members devoted to the relationship between Willow and Tara on Buffy.  This forum has proved a great starting off point for my research, as the members are very friendly and willing to point me in the right direction.  Many of them have also participated in other queer online fan communities (for Xena and Star Trek: Voyager), so that will hopefully prove useful in finding those sources.

· For Xena: Warrior Princess, I have found a plethora of smaller communities but not really one central community like the Kitten Board.  One useful source has been Missy Good’s fan fiction site – there is an online community built around reading and discussing her fan fiction as well as Xena in general.

· Having never watched the show, it has been slightly harder for me to get started on my research in the case of Star Trek: Voyager.  I have visited several sites, however, and I am beginning to get a better understanding of the community.


In addition to using primary resources, I will also be searching for secondary literature both on fan culture and on queer studies.  I will be doing this through Socrates and the databases available online through the Stanford Libraries.  There are several databases that seem promising, including GenderWatch and Sexual Diversity Studies: Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual & Transgender Abstracts.  Green Library also has a reference librarian who specializes in queer culture, so I will be contacting him for advice.

Rough Timeline
· Present – April 18: Rugby – I have a major rugby tournament the weekend of the 16th, so I will just concentrate on my research proposal presentation for Monday, April 11.   I will be starting the rest of my research when I return.

· April 18 – 25: In-depth research – I will take notes on my sources both online and in the library.

· April 26 – 29: Preparation for mid-term presentation – After I feel that I have gathered sufficient information, I will review my notes and brainstorm potential theses.  Then I will decide on a thesis and create an outline with the data that I have gathered.  I will do any additional research that may be necessary to support my thesis or to give a balanced view of the topic.

· April 30 – May 1: Rugby.  If our team advances to the Final Four tournament, I will be spending this weekend playing rugby and pretty much nothing else.
· May 2 – 16: Draft Web Page Creation: I will draft the text from the categories in my outline and create webpages out of them.  I will also spend this time improving my webpage creation skills and analyzing how best to lay out my text on the sites that I am creating.
· May 17 – June 1: Web Page Refinement: I will incorporate comments I have received on my argument and on my online presentation in order to revise my text and create a more user-friendly layout for my webpage.

Conclusion 


So, who cares about queer fans and whatever they choose to do online?  Perhaps we should put it into perspective by considering how the internet changes everyone’s lives.  Many say that the internet is a great democratizing force, giving anyone access to much more information than ever possible before and allowing everyone’s voice to be heard.  For your average teenager, that could just mean that it’s easier to IM with friends or check what time that movie is playing down the street.  For a fan, however, that could mean having his opinions and the thought that he puts into analyzing his favorite show be taken seriously for once.  For a queer person it could mean finding the acceptance in an online community that she could not have found at home or among peers.  Perhaps for that person, being able to express his or her ideas among a community of like-minded people could be life-changing.  The introduction of a technology, such as the internet, which allows so many people to find communities in which to express their ideas and find affirmation will have (and already has had) a great effect on our society as a whole.
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